In 2016, 14.5% of US hospitals were Catholic hospitals, and between 2001 and 2011, the number of Catholic hospitals increased by 16% compared with a 6% decrease for all hospitals.
1
The US Conference of Catholic Bishops expects health care facilities affiliated with the Catholic church to abide by the Ethical and Religious Directives for Catholic Health Care Services (hereafter referred to as the directives).
1 The directives interpret medical care based on the church's moral teachings and limit aspects of reproductive and end-of-life care based on concern for human dignity as defined by the Catholic church.
1 Some patients may prefer care in line with the church's teachings; other patients may prefer not to receive care in these facilities because of such restrictions. However, patients cannot make a choice unless they know whether a facility is affiliated with the Catholic church and whether it follows the directives.
1 Because many patients use the internet to find health care information, 2 we investigated whether Catholic hospital websites describe their religious identity and associated health care practices. Using a structured data abstraction form, we analyzed mission statements, About Us webpages, and home pages to find statements identifying the hospital as Catholic. If undisclosed, we searched for words in the mission statement suggesting religious affiliation. We also searched for the directives and the relevant terms ethic, directives, ERD and, secondarily, for the terms limit, service, end, and abortion, which are suggestive of restrictions. The websites were reviewed by 2 investigators (J.T. and A.C.) and there was an interrater reliability of 96%.
Results | Of 653 hospitals listed, 6 duplicates and 1 without a mission statement were excluded from analysis. Among 646 hospital websites, 297 hospitals (46%) were in the Midwest and 308 (48%) had the word saint in their name ( term abortion appeared sufficient; nevertheless, some disclosures may have been missed. Whether the low proportion of hospitals that did not cite health care restrictions reflects a lack of transparency or nonadherence to the directives is unknown. In addition, some of the hospitals that cited the directives may provide reproductive services. How often patients consult hospital websites for such information is also unknown. Greater transparency about religious affiliation and care restrictions may allow patients to make more informed choices.
1 In the state of Washington, hospitals must provide their reproductive health and end-of-life care policies on publicly available websites. 6 Further research on the effect of this initiative on patient satisfaction and health care choices is warranted.
